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Abstract 
Poetry courses are taught in Foreign Language Teacher Education Departments either independently (the Uludag University 
case) or within the framework of general literature courses. The relevant sources benefited from in such courses may initially 
aim to teach how to read poems before such poetry elements as tone, diction etc. (DiYanni, 2000). In the model 
recommended, experiencing poems with subjective responses is given priority while interpreting them with intellectual 
processes seems to be the following step of reading poems (DiYanni, 2000, pp. 1- 2). In foreign language contexts like 
Turkey, imposing this order has been observed to be problematic as learners and/or teacher trainees inherently tend to do 
reasoning to understand a poem before subjectively relating it to their own lives mainly because of the elliptical, 
metaphorical and allusive language of poetry (Brindley, 1980) and cultural vagueness (Zelenkova, 2004). In this regard, the 
central thesis and pedagogical implication of this discussion paper is that the interpretation section should take precedence 
when to approach a new poem as that is what would conform with the natural tendency of foreign language learners and the 
teaching processes to guide the learners should be accordingly planned and implemented. 
1. Introduction 
Poetry courses are taught in Foreign Language Teacher Education Departments either independently (the 
Uludag University case) or within the framework of general literature courses. The relevant sources benefited 
from in such courses may initially aim to teach how to read poems before such poetry elements as tone, diction 
etc. (DiYanni, 2000). In the model recommended, experiencing poems with subjective responses is given 
priority while interpreting them with intellectual processes seems to be the following step of reading poems 
(DiYanni, 2000, pp. 1-2). The model aims to encourage students to involve their thoughts and emotions and 
reflect their feelings and their previous experience with life related to the themes in poetry. However, it is 
observed that this process is problematic for the students before they understand the poem they are assigned to 
read. As Zelenkova (2004) highlights the conviction that learners might have difficulties in understanding 
literature due to linguistic and cultural vagueness, which influences the use of literature (poetry) within the 
teaching process. According to Brindley (1980) poems often deal with geographical or social settings alien to 
the students’ experience. Also Lockward (1994, p. 65) maintained that “poetry is the genre most English 
teachers seem least comfortable with”. Benton (1992, p. 127) stated a similar concern: 
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Handling poetry is the area of the . . . curriculum where teachers feel most uncertain of their knowledge, 
most uncomfortable about their methods, and most guilty about both. . . . The neglect shows both in our 
knowledge and our pedagogy. . . . Worry about rightness, both of a poem’s meaning and of our teaching 
methods, predominates, and the worry is conveyed to the children so that the classroom ambience of 
poetry becomes one of anxiety at a difficult problem with hidden rules rather than one of enjoyment of a 
well-wrought object.   
 
Dias (1987, p. ix) guessed that students’ distaste came from their conviction that “they could not make sense 
of and appreciate a poem unless a teacher mediated that process.” Thus, it is clearly observed that for both 
teachers and learners, poetry serves a kind of barrier. Perhaps the greatest barrier to understanding poetry, 
however, is its elliptical, metaphorical, and highly allusive language. These major difficulties go along with the 
students’ misinterpretation of poetry in English due to their pre-acquired reading habits in their mother tongue. 
The present study first discusses the problems that the students face through reading poetry according to the 
model recommended by DiYanni and then the changes in the model in the teaching process according to the 
natural tendency of the foreign language learners. The problems are investigated through class observation, field 
notes and survey questions delivered to 150 students of 3rd year Uludag University English Language Teaching 
(ELT) Department taking the “Poetry Analysis and Teaching” course.  
2. Method 
     The study was conducted in the English Language Teaching (ELT) Department of the Faculty of Education 
at Uludag University in Bursa, Turkey. The participants of the study are the 3rd grade Uludag University 
Education Faculty ELT department students who studied the fall term of 2011-2012 academic year. The number 
of the participants is 150. Although some amount of data has been collected, there is still an absence of 
empirical data to substantiate the claims and support the proposals in this paper. Therefore this study can only 
offer some convictions in order to stimulate thought, debate, and research. 
1.1.  Data collection tool   
The data were collected by way of class observations and two key survey questions. The first question is: 
“What kind of problems do you report during the experience of poetry?” The second one is: “Do you find it 
beneficial to begin reading poetry with the interpretation of poetry section?” 
1.1.1. Procedure 
The teacher prepared two poems to work on separately in the lesson. Firstly, the participants read the poem 
entitled “I am nobody, who are you?” by Emily Dickinson. They were primarily asked to give personal reactions 
and subjective responses to the poem assigned as the model imposed. Their reflections were observed and 
registered as field notes. Later, the poem was explained to them by the teacher by way of paraphrasing and 
clarifying the unknown vocabulary and figurative language. They were asked to compare their first 
understanding of the poem during the experience section with the teacher’s explanation and interpretation 
provided afterwards. Secondly, they read another poem titled “Those Winter Sundays” by Robert Hayden. This 
time the teacher explained and interpreted the poem prior to their experience with the poem in order to facilitate 
their understanding. DiYanni (4) initiates that interpretation relies on our intellectual comprehension and rational 
understanding rather than on our emotional apprehension and response. In the experience section, they were 
asked to describe their feelings on the poem. Eventually, they were asked to answer the survey questions in 
written form on small papers, comparing their reading process of the poems in two ways: the first way was to 
explore the assigned poem from the standpoint of their experience and then reflect on the poem’s meaning and 
values as imposed in the interpretation section for a rational and intellectual understanding of the poem. The 
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second was the other way around as the interpretation section taken precedence. Beside the questions, they were 
also observed during the class discussion and their responses were noted. 
3. Discussion  
     The responses to the questions and the observation notes were analyzed in terms of three aspects: the 
students’ way of reading poetry, diction and figures of speech. The first aspect, which is related to way of 
reading, was that 143 participants were observed that they misunderstood the first poem in the experience 
section. Their personal responses did not make any sense. According to their answers for the questions, it was 
found out that the main problem with the experience of poetry section was their reading the poem in English 
within their pre-acquired habit of reading Turkish poetry. This problem emerges from the diverse ways of 
writing poetry in the two languages. Most of Turkish poems are written as to read line by line and are interpreted 
within each line whereas poems written in English tend to be composed of a sentence with more than a line. The 
awareness of this difference in the use of language in writing poetry should be raised in the students of English 
as a foreign language. For this purpose, the structure was reminded to them while working on the poem. And 
then, they were instructed to read from the beginning of each line till it ended at the full stop. Within that line 
they were informed to read and comprehend what it meant.   
    The other aspect was related to diction. When they did not know the meaning of some words, they were 
unwilling to look it up in the dictionary, but instead they tried to guess the meaning or create new meanings out 
of the word’s connotation, which lead them to a misinterpretation. They tended to talk on their impressions 
emerged from the connotations they falsely acquired through some words, especially the unknown ones. They 
mixed up the denotation or dictionary meaning of words and connotations or associations changing according to 
the culture or social context in which poems were written. 
     The other problem observed and stated by the participants was their immediate metaphoric reading before a 
proper understanding of the poems, which is confirmed by Denman (1988) noting that some are “turned off to 
all forms of poetry, thinking that all poetry has to be heavy with some sort of deep, hidden meaning that they, for 
the life of them, cannot see” (p. 87). The students again transferred their habits of reading poem in Turkish 
literature courses. They stated in their answers that in their Turkish literature courses, they used to look for a 
hidden meaning of the words or expressions in poetry. They customarily did the same with English poetry, too. 
Therefore, they did not focus on the literal meaning in the poems where their lexical, grammatical and cultural 
knowledge of English seemed problematic for a better understanding and appreciation of the genre. What is 
more, they tried to look for figurative meaning for each and every word in the poem without paying attention to 
its literal meaning first.  
     The open-ended questions also served for giving the participants a chance to reveal their suggestions for 
finding a solution to the problems that they faced during the early experience of poetry section. The findings of 
the study can be considered as a sign that the interpretation section should take precedence when approaching a 
new poem seeing that that is what would conform to the natural tendency of foreign language learners and the 
teaching processes. Therefore, in order to guide the learners’ better understanding and appreciation of English 
poetry, the teaching process should be accordingly planned and implemented. For teachers it may be worth 
noting that the general tendency in foreign language contexts like Turkey is that lexical, grammatical and 
cultural knowledge of English and habits of reading and approaching to a poem in the mother language affect 
students’ comprehension and appreciation of poems in English. This is acknowledged as the reason why ELT 
students have a high rate of failure in poetry classes and consequently express their dissatisfaction. It is highly 
proposed in this paper that the major obstacle in the process of teaching poetry in English can best be overcome 
through implementing the model mentioned above accordingly and raising the students’ awareness in terms of 
their reading habits in the mother and target languages.  
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